Multicultural Challenges - new gender equality dilemmas:a Nordic Perspective by Siim, Birte
Power Resistance – What is the impact of gender concerning relations between minorities and majorities? International conference organized by the FEMM-network, Oslo University, 10 -11 January, 2008


Multicultural Challenges - New (gender) Equality Dilemmas - a Nordic Perspective


Birte Siim, Feminist Research Centre in Aalborg,





In my research have been interested in exploring tensions between diversity and gender equality from a theoretical and comparative approach, looking at the Nordic welfare, citizenship and gender regimes from a comparative European perspective. In this paper I draw on inspirations and results from a number of comparative research projects and networks​[1]​ and from feminist debates about the tensions between multiculturalism and gender equality. In the following I address three issues that have been central in academic debates: The challenges from multiculturalism to gender equality, gendering citizenship and migration and Nordic feminist debates about diversity. In the last section I argue that one solution to the new gender equality dilemma posed by increased diversity among women is a simultaneous re-framing of multiculturalism and gender equality. 

1. The challenges from multiculturalism to gender equality
There are presently intense academic and political debates about different framings of multiculturalism and of feminism. The academic debate was sparkled by Will Kymlicka’s book Multicultural citizenship (1995) and by Susan Moller Okins’ essay, which was published as a book with critical responses under the title “Is Multiculturalism bad for Women?” (1999). The political debates were exacerbated after 9/11 that was followed by a growing Islam phobia, where countries that had formerly adopted multicultural policies like the UK and the Netherlands started a retreat from multiculturalism (Lister et al 2007). In the political debates feminism is no longer framed as a political problem, since all political parties endorse gender equality. Instead multiculturalism has become the main problem. 
This paper focuses on the academic debates and one of the key questions is the framing of multiculturalism. What is perceived to be the problem with multiculturalism? I suggest that whether there is a conflict or not between multiculturalism and feminism and between diversity and women’s rights depend to a large extent upon how we define feminism and multiculturalism. The debate between Susan Moller Okin and her critiques can illustrate this point. There is a growing consensus about the principles of feminism and most scholars would agree with Okin’s definition of feminism as “the belief that women should not be disadvantaged because of their sex, that they should be recognized as having human dignity equal to men, and that they should have the opportunity to live as fulfilling and as freely chosen lives as men can” (1999;10). 
Multiculturalism is, however, contested and Okin’s framing of multiculturalism is debatable: “the claim, made in the context of basically liberal democracies, that minority cultures or ways of life are not sufficiently protected by the practice of ensuring individual rights of their members, and as a consequence these should also be protected by special group rights or privileges.”(1999; 10-11) She mentions the right to contract polygamous marriages as an example. 
In the introduction to the book Cohen et al present another framing of multiculturalism: “the radical idea that people in other cultures, foreign and domestic, are human beings too – moral equals, entitled to equal respect and concern, not to be discounted or treated as a subordinate caste.”(1999;5)  If we follow this definitions there is not necessarily deep value conflicts  between multiculturalism and feminism, between individual rights and group rights, because both can be framed as a part of equality discourses that support claims for equal rights, equal respect and equal worth for all individuals and social groups. There may be a tension between gender equality and multicultural rights but this tension is not universal and thus needs to be explored from different policy contexts (Lister et al 2007).
The preliminary results from the VEIL-project that explores debates and regulations of Muslim women’s headscarves in Europe, have illustrated the importance of the different national framings of the relations between women’s rights and group rights. One of the main issues in Europe is today about whether one type of rights should prevail over other rights. What is more important, the principle of religious freedom, gender equality or the secular principle that separates church and state? The solution depends to a large extent upon, national history, political institutions, cultures, values and principles. One of the implications of the contextual approach to multiculturalism and gender equality is that we need to explore the specific discursive and institutional frames of the Nordic debates and policies compared to the Anglo-American or the continental European debates in France and Germany.

Framing the multicultural challenge
The debate about multiculturalism refers both to empirical facts of increasing multiethnic societies connected to globalisation and migration, to multicultural public policies as well as to normative principles of social justice. The political theoretical debate about multiculturalism concerns the relations between the individual, families and communities and touches upon the links between belongings, political institutions and social structures. 
The minority groups demand for recognition of their identity, and accommodation of their cultural difference is often phrased the challenge of multiculturalism. One example is Wiil Kymlicka’s theory that proposed a deepening of citizenship and democracy within the nation state by extending minority as the solution to demands for recognition. 
Kymlicka has phrased the challenge from multiculturalism like this:”Modern societies are increasingly confronted with minority groups demanding recognition of their identity, and accommodation of their cultural difference. This is often phrased the challenge of multiculturalism But the term multicultural covers many different forms of cultural pluralism, each of which raises its own challenges. There are a variety of ways in which minorities become incorporated into political communities, from the conquest and colonization of previous self/governing societies to the voluntary immigration of individuals and families. These differences in the mode of incorporation affect the nature of minority groups and the sort of relationship they desire with the larger society”. (1995) 

Kymlicka’s approach includes a useful differentiation between national minorities, for example aboriginals, Indians, Samees, and immigrant who come voluntarily to work - for example as Turkish guest workers. On this basis he formulated three forms of group-differentiated rights; self -government rights to indigenous people, poly-ethnic rights to immigrant groups, special representation rights to both groups. 
His book was the first defence of minority rights from a perspective of liberal citizenship, and it started a violent debate about the relations the nation state and cosmopolitanism and between individual rights and group rights. The latter developed into debates about the relations between group rights and women’s rights (Okin 1999).  It is characteristic for the debate about multicultural citizenship that many defenders of the theory associate multiculturalism with the nation state as an alternative to extending democracy beyond the nation state. 
Kymlicka’s approach points towards the challenge for the classical framing of citizenship to bridge between the tensions between equality and recognition of cultural diversity, but the theory tend to neglect the tension between national and trans-national dimensions - between citizenship and human rights – or between the external and internal dimension of citizenship.

Multiculturalism and gender equality
Susan Moller Okins essay: “Is multiculturalism bad for women?” (1999) sparkled an intense debate both between multicultualists and feminists as well as a debate within feminism. Okin criticised the accommodation of minority rights as the solution to demands from minority groups: ”It is by no means clear that minority rights are ’part of the solution’. They may well exacerbate the problem. In the case of a more patriarchal culture in the context of a less patriarchal culture, no argument can be made on the basis of self-respect or freedom that female members of the culture have a clear interest in its preservation. Indeed they might be much better off if the culture into which they were born were either to become extinct or preferably, to be encouraged to alter itself so as to reinforce the equality of women” (1999). This approach was interpreted by many scholars as an argument that minority women would be forced to choose between ‘their culture or their rights’.
The provoking thesis that both religion and families tend to be oppressive to minority women because of the dominant patriarchal cultures in many minorities represented a radical break with previous feminist theories. Feminist scholarship had been based upon an underlying premise about the common subordination and marginalisation of gender and ethnic minorities and upon a strategy based upon  a common alliance between women and oppressed social groups, for example ’the politics of difference’ (Young, 1990) or ’the politics of presence’ (Phillips 1995) based upon experiences from mainly US and UK (affirmative action) 
Critiques have pointed to several problems with Okin’s approach​[2]​. One is an essentialist and static understanding of culture and ethnicity that interprets culture as the cause of the problem and thus tends to neglect the influence of social structures or institutions. Another problem is a universalist approach to patriarchal power as an unchanging system where women tend to become solely the bearers and victims of their culture and not social and political agents that have the ability to change their culture. From a more social constructivist perspective it is an empirical question what role families and religion plays in minority women’s lives and a dynamic approach to power interprets women as both the bearers and creators of culture (Siim 2007). 
I suggest that multiculturalism is a multidimensional concept that may refer both to demands for protection of minorities and to demands for equal rights and anti-discrimination policies. The key point is that the multicultural paradigm is not universal but contextual and situated. One implication of this approach is that the intersection of gender and ethnicity varies in different welfare, citizenship and gender regimes (see Lister et al, 2007, ch. 3). Another implication is that the intersections of gender and ethnicity cannot be reduced to a question of conflicting cultural values. The intersections of different types of inequality must be studied on different levels that include the intersection of the structural and institutional levels and refer to political principles as well as to ideals about social justice.

Minorities within minorities
The debate with Okin and her critiques continued in the book “Minorities within minorities” (2005). Here Okin answered her critiques and clarified her position. Okin found that she had been misunderstood and specifies that she did not argue that multiculturalism is merely bad for women (2005). She further emphasizes that she finds it is crucial that women who are at the intersection of gender and ethnicity/religion should be involved and that the solution must be the participation and representation of minority women in any negotiations about group rights.
Most political theorists tend to agree with Okin that there is a need to protect minorities within minorities, because there is a tension between the rights of vulnerable individuals and group rights and between feminism and multiculturalism. For example Ayelet Schachter who framed “the paradox of multicultural vulnerabilities“, which expresses that the rights and interests of vulnerable individuals can be jeopardized by group rights. Many scholars insist, however, that the tension is not universal and thus needs to be explored in more detail by empirical and comparative studies.
One example is Anne Phillips who in the article “Dilemmas of gender and culture” (2005) gives a useful overview of the debate. She differentiates between three perspectives: the judge, the democrat and the political activist. She points out that the judicial perspective has emphasised legal regulations and tends to focus on a hierarchy of rights, for example between national self-determination, freedom of religion and the right of women to be treated equally with men. The deliberative democrat tends to emphasise the importance of women’s political presence, and she claims that only the political activist approach, which she advocates, explores the contextual nature of the value conflicts. She argues:
My own position is that egalitarians should be committed to both sex equality and at least some version of multiculturalism. The point is that the value conflict between the value of sex equality and the values of a particular cultural tradition is often overstated. It is not that there is a fundamental conflict between two equality claims…The more pressing problems is that sex equality is already implicated in other discourses – anti-immigration, anti-Muslim, anti-indigenous peoples – that egalitarians will want to avoid”. 
The comparative approach can illuminate the main argument that many conflicts around women and culture are not deep value conflicts but political conflicts that should be solved through political practice. I want to illustrate this point about the conflicting political values in more detail on the basis of the results from the European research project about the regulations of the hidjab in Europe but first I will explore the trans-national aspect of citizenship and multiculturalism linked to migration.

2. Gendering citizenship and migration 
As mentioned earlier it is a problem that the multicultural frame is his often linked to the nation state and thus tends to neglect the external aspect of immigration. From a trans-national perspective, citizenship is not only about the rights and duties of those who live legally in the country but also about access to the country regulated by laws about asylum and naturalisation. It is a similar problem with debates about multiculturalism, migration and citizenship that they are often been gender-blind. 
The book Gendering citizenship in Western Europe. Challenges from citizenship research in a cross-cultural context (Lister et al 2007) is an attempt to overcome both these problems. It is the result of a collective project and one of the chapters explores the meaning of the challenges of migration and multiculturalism for gendered citizenship. It looks first at the external aspect of migration - access to citizenship, including role of families as intermediary groups in both immigration policies and in migrant groups ‘lived citizenship’. Secondly it looks at integration legislation and the tensions between pluralist integration policies and assimilation policies between the rights & duties of immigrants and refugees. Thirdly it looks at gendered debates about the veil and forced and arranged marriages – and the so-called honour crimes. 




The right to family unification – The Danish case​[3]​
The Danish case can illustrate the political conflicts around migration, gender equality and family unification. Denmark, which has had a Liberal-Conservative Government supported by the anti-migration Party Danish Peoples’ Party since November 2001, is in many ways an exception compared to other Nordic and European countries concerning gendered issues like family unification, forced and arranged marriages and the veil (Siim, 2007). 
The Nordic countries belong to the same welfare and gender regime but have moved in different directions in relation to migration with Sweden being the most multicultural country and Denmark the most restrictive country. In terms of access to citizenship Denmark has moved from one of the most liberal to one of the most restrictive models for naturalisation in Europe and today the Danish demand for access is 9 years compared to 5 years in Sweden, The Netherlands and Britain. The Right wing interprets marriage as a strategy for immigration and restrictions on family unification has increasingly become a means to combat forced marriages. The government also adopted an introductionary social benefit [introduktionsydelsen] in order to integrate migrants on the labour market, but many researchers find that it creates poverty and is a break with universalism. 
One example of the Danish exception is the infamous 24-year Rule adopted by the Liberal-Conservative Government and their parliamentary support the anti-immigration Danish Peoples Party in 2002. It is argued that it is a protection against oppression of vulnerable individuals but the opposition claims that it is an illiberal expression that oppresses the individual right to marry who you want. The 24-year rule restricts the right to family unification with a spouse from abroad and also sets high demands for economic self-sufficiency and demands a close relation to Denmark. Another example is “The Goverment’s Action Plan against Forced and Arranged Marriages 2003-2005”, which aims to combat both forced and arranged marriages, because they have negative effects on young peoples, especially young women’s, autonomy and integration.

Debates about the hijab – a European perspective
The debates about the hijab in Europe illustrate the controversies about which liberal principles should prevail: state neutrality, gender equality, religious freedom, multicultural accommodation in the public and private arenas of state, family and markets. In Europe and Scandinavia democratic pluralism is dominant and the general rule is that there is no regulation of religious dress in public settings. The Turkish ban against headscarves in all public offices and the French ban of religious signs in public schools represent the exceptions to the general rule of non-regulation. These bans are both motivated by the principle of secularism based upon a separation of state and church. 
This approach to the veil contrasts with Germany where the dominant principle is the neutrality of the state, which affects public school teachers and not pupils. However, the different regional governments – die länder - interpret the dominant principle about the neutrality of the state differently according to whether they have a Christian Democratic or Social Democratic rule. The Christian Democratic states tend to accept nuns as teachers but not Muslim women with headscarves whereas the Social-democratic governed states treat all religions alike and tend to negotiate with women in public office wearing a headscarf. In the Netherlands the principle about state neutrality is interpreted differently than in Germany. Here it is combined with a strong principle of religious pluralism that treats all denominations equal in relation to state support and representation. 
	The Norwegian and Danish debate about prohibitions of the headscarf in the work place also concerns different interpretations about which principle is most important: The employers’ right to decide on a dress code or gender and religious discrimination (Siim & Skjeie 2007). In Denmark employers are permitted to ban the hijab. This contrasts with Norway where a ban was ruled to be a violation of the gender Equality Act. This illustrates that a different hierarchy of principles are at play in the two cases. Why is that? It is possible to identify two different frames: According to Hege Skjeie the Norwegian frame is influenced by religious pluralism and the Norwegian Gender Equality Ombud played a crucial role influencing the appeals board. Skjeie has also pointed towards the key role of the Mira centre and Islamic women’s group in framing the debate. They saw the ban as a symbol of discriminatory attitudes and practices in society against women and religious minorities. 
	This contrasts with the more liberal Danish frame. Here the main institutions for handling complaints about religious discrimination are not an Ombud but the ordinary Danish courts and consequently the actors did not play a key role. The trade unions have tried to frame the issue as a case of indirect (religious) discrimination according to the Law against Discriminatory Behaviour on the Labour market from 1996 but they lost their case. In the Føtex-case the employer insisted that the employee must take off the veil in order to live up to the general dress-code – to be ’professionally and nicely dressed’. The Supreme Court finally agreed with Føtex in 2004 (Andreassen with Siim 2007).

3. Nordic feminist debates about gender equality and diversity 
Scandinavian feminism has been influenced by Helga Hernes’ two key concepts: state feminism and women-friendly policies. Hernes claimed that the potential of Scandinavian welfare states for being woman-friendly interacted with state feminism. This concept encompassed both notions of politics and policies, and it captured the synergy between women’s political and social citizenship and the dynamic interrelation between feminism from above and feminization from below in Scandinavian politics. Hernes defined state feminism as ‘feminism from above in the form of gender equality and social policies and the feminization of welfare state relevant professions.’ This was combined with ‘feminization from below’ through the mobilization of women in political and cultural activities (1987: 153). State feminism refers to the representation of women in the political elite and to institutionalisation of gender equality policies 
	The two concepts were linked in the original formulations in 1987. Although women/friendliness refers to the content of social policies, especially in relation to childcare, maternity and paternity leave – it is premised upon women’s presence in politics. Hernes’ approach represented a radical break with Anglo-American approaches to the state and has influenced feminist theory for two decades. Globalisation, migration and growing diversity and inequalities among women challenges some of the underlying assumptions of Hernes’ approach that women have common interests ‘as women’ vis-a-vis the state and agree upon what kind of social and gender equality policies would be in women’s best interests.

The crisis of Nordic state feminism – national variations
Recent debates about the analytical and normative potential of Scandinavian state feminism refer both to the role of women’s mobilization, the importance of feminism, the meaning of  women’s representation and the role of the gender equality machinery. All three countries have witnessed similar changes in women’s political agency: There is no longer a unified women’s movement that speaks for all women, feminism is fragmented in various networks, voluntary associations and political parties, and the link between women outside and within the state has been weakened. There is, however, no agreement what the implications of this development are for the potential of Scandinavian state feminism. 
	The debates about woman-friendliness, state feminism and diversity illustrate that there are crucial differences both in the discursive and institutional frames of state feminism and in the gender equality policies in the three Scandinavian countries (Siim & Skjeie 2007; Langvasbråten 2007, Borchorst & Siim, forthc.). One example is the political focus in Denmark on a strict public regulation of family unification and forced and arranged marriages, while the Norwegian and Swedish approaches have emphasized dialogues with immigrant families. 
	10 years ago feminist research demonstrated that the feminization of the political elite had different implications in Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Denmark has the weakest version of state feminism and the Danish case illustrates the problems with Hernes’ concept: The women’s movement was rather strong but there was never a strong link between the feminist mobilization outside and female politicians. One of the results of the missing link was a weak institutionalization of gender equality policies. With the demobilization of the women’s movement gender equality almost disappeared from the public arena in the 1990s, while it has remained relatively high on the Norwegian and Swedish political agendas. 
	The Danish case in many ways represents the failure of state feminism. Since the change of Danish government in 2001 there has been a growing gap between the official version of gender equality and feminist versions. The official version has primarily interpreted gender equality as a problem for immigrant women who are oppressed by their patriarchal families, while feminist scholars have criticized the lack of efficient gender equality legislation and equal opportunity machinery. 
	This contrasts with Sweden, which in many ways represents the success of state feminism (Bergqvist et al. 2007). Here feminist scholars have recently emphasized both the revitalization of the feminist movement during the 1990s and the gradual strengthening of state feminism. This has given rise to a national gender equality plan that combines old and new feminist concerns, for example ‘equal access to positions of power and influence’ and ‘measures to combat violence against women’. According to Berggvist et al., the simultaneous strengthening of both the feminist movement, gender equality and the gender equality machinery is a positive contribution to feminist thinking, because it illustrates that the state is potentially a vehicle and arena for women’s activism (2007: 244-45).
	This positive conclusion about the Swedish case has, however, been challenged by a group of post-colonial scholars, who have voiced a strong critique towards the Swedish model of gender equality premised upon women’s common interests. They claim that it neglects the discrimination and marginalization of immigrant women and criticize feminist scholarship for ignoring the diversity of women and the intersection of gender and ethnicity (de los Reyes 2003). 
	Skjeie and Siim (2007) have recently suggested that from the Nordic context the problem is not the crisis of multiculturalism, as in the US, the UK and the Netherlands, but rather the crisis of Nordic state feminism as a democratic project. State feminism has not fulfilled its promises about providing all women with an institutional presence and as a result we find exclusive whiteness in core political institutions. The new public agenda tends either to ignore minority women’s issues or to divide gender equality into respectively ’minority group’ and ’majority’ concerns. The minority public agenda is clearly influenced by the radical rights’ recent appropriation of gender equality concerns. This is most visible in Denmark.
	The relative absence of people from ethnic minority backgrounds in decision/making structures of the state on the national level where gender equality policies are formalized represents challenge to the democratic norms and self-understanding all the Scandinavian countries. In spite of differences in the approach to immigration and multiculturalism between Denmark, Norway and Sweden there seems to be similar problems to include minority based locations, voices and points of views in national decision making bodies. 

Gender, diversity and the reformulation of the feminism agenda
It is a problem in the feminist response to multiculturalism and diversity among women that the feminist agenda has been rather one-sided in its perception of what women-friendly policies may imply. The increased diversity of women’s interests and views represents a problem for state feminism as well as for feminist scholarship. 
Who has the power to represent whom has become a key problem, and there is a growing demand  to reformulate the Nordic feminist agenda to include minority women’s voices. 
One example of the problem of representation is presented by the Danish Muslim feminist Sherin Khankan the founder of Critical Muslims (2001), who has recently challenged the monopolization of feminism and warned of the danger that it may turn into a fundamentalist feminism if it does not accept the diversity of feminist struggles and demands: 
	”The debate about Islam, gender and equality is crucial to bring about equal rights and equal worth. It is important that feminism in Denmark does not monopolize the definition of the frames for women’s emancipation. In this way it becomes fundamentalist and devalues its own starting point that is more about diminishing than reproducing differences… It has become obvious that women’s struggle about rights is going on many other places than Danish feminists. In order to create a dialogue going both ways it is important to acknowledge that womens’ struggles have many faces and may have different goals and conditions.” (2006: 154) 
The monopolization can be either by the state institutions and public policies or by particular feminist or political groups that tend to monopolize the public debate about gender and equality and marginalize minority women’s perspectives. 	 
There seems to be a growing agreement that a reformulation of the feminist agenda should be based upon dialogues between all concerned parties who call themselves feminist. Who is a defender of feminism has today become increasingly complex, as most of the Swedish political parties call themselves feminist. In Denmark a new group who calls themselves “Women for Freedom”  has proposed to ban the veil in the public arena. The group could be interpreted as an example of the fundamentalist feminism that Sherin Khankan refers to in the quotation above.  There are many types of feminisms and from a democratic citizenship perspective immigrant feminist groups need to be present in debates about reformulation of Nordic state feminism and women-friendly policies.  

Reframing of multiculturalism and gender equality
The clash of civilization thesis contrasts the liberal gender equality values with the patriarchal traditions in ”immigrant or minority cultures”. The radical right parties have contributed to build and capitalize on the new selective gender equality agenda. From a theoretical perspective I suggest that there is a need to reframe the dominant discourse from a question about conflicting values to a conflict about political principles that concerns the relations between different kinds of equality and raises questions about how the different inequalities intersect in relation to ethnicity, religion and gender. The Norwegian and Swedish debates about whether there should be one, two or four Ombud to combat discrimination is one example of this debate about the principle of  intersectionality. In the Nordic countries gender equality policies have been much stronger than anti-discrimination policies against religious and ethnic/race discrimination. In the US and the UK it has been the other way around. From a normative democratic perspective there is an acknowledgement that conflicts can only be solved by including minority women in debates about minority and women’s rights. 
	From an analytical perspective I find that the new challenges from migration and multiculturalism have changed the social conditions for women-friendliness and state feminism, because the Scandinavian population has become more diverse in terms of religion, nationality, culture and language. This development has raised critical questions about ability of the Nordic welfare model to include immigrants in the labor market, in politics and in society and feminist post-colonialism and post structuralism has questioned the normative foundation of the dominant Nordic model of gender equality and women-friendliness. On this basis, we need to analyze the Nordic democratic barriers and potentials to including all migrant minority groups in democracy and society. 
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^1	  The projects  include Gendering of Citizenship in Western Europe. New Challenges for Citizenship research in a cross-cultural contexts (co-authored with Ruth Lister et al 2007), “Contesting Citizenship. Comparative Analysis” (co-edited with Judith Squires). The Special Issue of CRISPP – Critical review of International Social and Political Philosophy no. 4, 2007 and the VEIL-project – Values Equality and Differences in Liberal Democracies. Debates about Muslim Women’s Headscarves in Europe. www.veil-project.eu/
^2	  See for example the debate in Cohen et al (1999) and in “Minorities within minorities” 2005.
^3	  The Danish case is based upon my own research, see Siim 2007 and results from the VEIL-project, see Andreassen & Siim 2007, The Nordic comparisons on Siim and Skjeie 2007 and the European comparisons is based upon Lister et al 2007.
